In nineteenth century Canada, sexuality was strictly regulated. While sexuality was usually not discussed overtly, it was discussed implicitly by associating it with reputation, character, and morality. As urban centers grew, they became associated with vice, which created anxieties concerning the acceptable public displays of sexual behaviour. Evidence of what I will call an "early dating culture" can be found in the Toronto Social Survey Report that was conducted in the early twentieth century as a result of the changing societal norms. Over a 40 year time span-from 1880 to 1920-drastic changes occurred in what behaviours were considered socially acceptable. Late nineteenth century societal norms were tested by the effects of urbanization; there emerged an early dating culture that challenged notions of morality in relation to acceptable and unacceptable public displays of heterosexuality.
"temptations," "sensuality," "impulses and passions." These euphemisms are connected to being "immoral," "evil," and bring "shame, disease and death." 20 Any public display of sexuality, would then seem certain to damage one's reputation, and be indicative of an immoral life.
In order to understand which public displays of sexuality were considered unacceptable, it is important to understand what behaviours were considered acceptable.
Courtship rituals were aimed at maintaining the character, reputation, and morality of higher class citizens. As Peter Ward writes, "the principles of sexual segregation were aimed at keeping unrelated men and women apart, the young and unmarried in particular." 21 Courtship rules stipulated that a man and woman should not give each other exclusive social attention and that a courting couple had to be chaperoned. These rules were designed to constrain pre-marital sex.
Courtship rituals demanded that men and women only show an appropriate amount of attention to one another. 22 Attention placed wholly on one man or one woman was deemed unacceptable. Cooke cautions that "a true gentleman will never confine his attentions exclusively to one lady unless he has an intention of marriage," and that "a gentleman with no thought of marriage is honor bound to make his attentions to ladies as general as possible." 23 Similarly, a woman was encouraged to have many suitors because it increased her chances of receiving a marriage proposal. 24 At dances, women were encouraged not to dance with one person more than three times because it would be considered too forward and a woman had to display her attention equally to her suitors. 25 Cooke's advice was mirrored elsewhere. The Prim Rose advice column-published in the Family Herald at the beginning of the twentieth century-suggested that,"it is not advisable to allow a young girl to be seen much in public with a friend of the other sex." 26 assumptions to be made about the couple's character. Assumptions about the couple's sexual behaviour would be made and it would damage their reputation. And even when a man and woman were engaged, they were still "more acquaintances than companions." 27 Courting and engaged couples did not have the opportunity to get to know each other very well because of all the strictures placed on their behaviours. For engaged couples, "their
[public] behaviour toward one another should not be markedly different from that displayed by them toward other men and women of their acquaintance." 28 This shows how important it was for men and women to regulate their sexual behaviour in public.
Chaperons were instrumental for ensuring the preservation of reputations. A courting couple was usually chaperoned by a member of the young woman's family. 29 Jefferis and Nichols recommended that "if a young lady desires to visit any public place where she expects to meet a gentleman acquaintance, she should have a chaperon to accompany her, a person of mature years when possible, and never a giddy girl." 30 As Sangster points out, while both young men and young women had to monitor their reputations through their behaviour, "promiscuity was [seen as] essentially a female, not a male problem." 31 Therefore, the onus was on the female's family to prevent inappropriate sexual behaviours. Chaperons were important because they protected young women "from unscrupulous suitors making unwanted and inappropriate physical advances." 32 They were also important because they prevented young women from acting inappropriately. 33 This shows that young women were not trusted to regulate themselves and their passions.
Another stricture that was placed on courting couples was that men were to call on women, but women were never to call on men because it would be a poor reflection of their character and taint their reputation. 34 A woman could not go to a man's house without chaperon because it was believed that sexual acts would occur. Anxieties about public displays of sexuality were bolstered by women who gained independence outside of the home and in the workforce. 56 As an example of the increase in female labour, in Toronto, the female labour force went from "approximately 6,400 wage earners in 1881 to more than 42,000 by 1911." 57 Women who worked outside of the home had the opportunity to meet new people, gain some independence, and experience a different life than they were used to. 58 Society was used to women's roles as mothers and wives, not as workers. 59 The construction of women as wives had cultural implications in that it emphasized what female sexuality was and was not, subsequently restricting the parameters of what sexual behaviour was acceptable. 60 Their contribution outside of the home therefore was a cause for concern. It was believed that working women provided a threat to the "moral stability of the nation." 61 A woman's morality was affected by her character which was supposed to be created by her refined sexuality as a wife and mother.
For those women who delayed marriage, their morality was questioned.
Anxieties were also enhanced by the spread of commercialized amusements. As the 1915 Toronto Social Survey Report stated, public sites like dance halls, skating rinks, and amusement parks were just some of the places that harboured vice. 62 It was believed that these unregulated public spaces produced immoral activities. The increase in the degree of contact between men and women subsequently tested the behaviours that were considered acceptable. As Hunt pointed out, "commercialized leisure and recreation facilitated heterosexual familiarity." 63 And women in the early twentieth century experienced an "unprecedented degree of social autonomy and anonymity" compared to rendezvous for immoral purposes" and promiscuous behaviour. 80 At amusement parks, the immoral behaviour took the form of "picking up," which was characterized as men paying for women at the fair booths. 81 These "occasional prostitutes" were considered dangerous because they could appear outwardly respectable and "the innocent or pure-minded of either sex may have to be in daily and hourly association with the corrupt." 82 Therefore, fear for the morality of the community was central to the discussions about "occasional prostitutes."
The descriptions of these "dates" were highly sexualized and because of their interactions with men, these "occasional prostitutes" were considered to be morally depraved. Furthermore, it was believed that men and women were not behaving properly because they were not courting with chaperons. This new dating culture was so drastically different from the courtship model that social surveyors were used to that they could not comprehend what was happening. Thus, the women who engaged in the early dating culture were called "occasional prostitutes" because it was the only way that the surveyors could rationalize what was occurring. Especially since these surveyors lived in a culture that judged character in binary oppositions, these women were labelled as either chaste or prostitutes, who behaved acceptably or unacceptably.
The societal norms that were prominent in the nineteenth century regarding public displays of sexuality started to change at the turn of the century as urbanization tested the morals of the community. Because character was judged in extremes, a person was either moral or immoral, chaste or corrupted, sexual or abstinent. These strict categories did not allow for variation and when women started to gain independence, their morality, and the flaws in their morality, were seen as degrading the community. As commercial amusements arose, women and men took advantage of them and started to break the courtship model.
Women who did this were labelled as "occasional prostitutes" because social surveyors could not make sense of the new social environment that was being created. Instead of being "occasional prostitutes," women were engaging in an early dating culture where men and women went to public places unchaperoned. By doing this, men and women were breaking down the strict regulations set forth in etiquette manuals that espoused acceptable behaviours. In fact, men and women were engaged in unacceptable behaviours that the etiquette manuals warned against. This new social environment disregarded the emphasis on reputation, character, and morality, and actively created new societal norms.
As Hunt concludes, "activities that had earlier been regarded as unacceptable came to be acceptable and normalized." 83 As societal norms were tested by the effects of urbanization, an early dating culture emerged that created new ideas about what was considered acceptable public display of sexual behaviour.
